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Michael Wagner, Isabel Valdés Cifuentes
Abstract: This paper investigates to what extent a pluralisation of living arrange-
ments can be observed in Germany up to the present day – both on the household 
level as well as the individual level. The analyses are based on data from the mi-
crocensus and the German General Social Survey (ALLBUS) from the last decades. 
On the household level, eight different living arrangements are distinguished 
depending on the marital status and the number of generations living in the house-
hold. The results show that pluralisation mainly occurred between 1972 and 1996. 
In contrast, the diversity of living arrangements in West Germany has remained 
unchanged during the last 20 years, and it even slightly decreased in East Germany. 
A different picture emerges when separately looking at one-generation and two-
generation households. Living arrangements with children have also diversifi ed in 
recent years, which is mainly the result of less married couples with children.
On the individual level, the classifi cation of living arrangements was extended 
by the characteristic gender-specifi c division of labour, since the changed role of 
women is seen as the crucial factor for the changes in the familial sector. The results 
indicate a continuous pluralisation of living arrangements. This pluralisation of the 
familial sector is mainly caused by the male breadwinner model losing importance. 
This trend is more pronounced in East Germany than in West Germany.
A cohort analysis reveals a bimodal distribution of diversity on the age-axis: 
entropy is highest around the ages of 30 and 60, since living arrangements often 
change at these points. Individuals often marry around the age of 30, and the tran-
sition to an “empty nest” mostly occurs around the age of 60. The cohort analysis 
for different age groups shows that the diversity of living arrangements is generally 
higher amongst younger cohorts than amongst older cohorts.
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1 Problem
“A great diversity of animals and plants is an important condition for an effective 
ecosystem and a crucial resource for human life” (Statistisches Bundesamt 2011: 
337; translated by CPoS). Even if the effect of biodiversity on the stability of the 
ecosystem is contested, terms such as “species extinction” or “protection of spe-
cies” express that the preservation of “diversity” is connected to positive outcomes. 
Also in family sociology diversity is a prominent concept. To be more precise, it is 
the diversity of living arrangements that has been discussed in Germany since the 
1980s. Family sociologists claimed a pluralisation of living arrangements, i.e. an in-
creasing diversity over time (fi rst Lüscher 1985; cf. also Nave-Herz 1988). Whereas 
an ecological diversity is generally desired, the pluralisation of living arrangements 
is evaluated sceptically by some and positively by other family sociologists. Some 
fear that traditional living arrangements, especially marriage and family, may dis-
appear, others emphasize the increased number of options as new living arrange-
ments have been established. But this diversity of living arrangements is not only 
constituted by new living arrangements such as cohabitating unmarried couples 
but also by divorces, widowhoods, and childlessness.
The pluralisation of living arrangements in Germany has been the subject of 
many studies (Brüderl 2004; Diewald/Wehner 1996; Dorbritz 2010; Engstler/Tesch-
Römer 2010; Franzmann/Wagner 1999; Höhn/Dorbritz 1995; Huinink/Wagner 1998; 
Marbach 2003; Strohmeier 1993; Wagner 2008; Wagner/Franzmann 2000). Most 
of these studies merely fi nd a small increase in diversity, which is attributed to the 
loss of dominance of the “normal family” that was common in the 1950s and 1960s, 
whereas households without children – especially single and cohabiting house-
holds – gained in importance (Höhn/Dorbritz 1995; Klein 1999; Strohmeier 1993; 
Wagner 2008).
The aim of this research is to analyse the changes of living arrangements based 
on data from offi cial statistics (microcensus) and the German General Social Survey 
(ALLBUS). It contrasts previous studies in a number of ways: fi rst, existing studies 
(cf. Wagner 2008) are updated to include later trends, so that developments of the 
last 40 years can be described by the microcensus and developments of the last 30 
years by the ALLBUS. Second, one-generation and two-generation households are 
investigated separately, which allows describing the development of diversity of 
both the familial and the non-familial sector. Third, this paper analyses how the di-
versity of living arrangements varies between cohorts and within cohorts between 
different age groups for East and West Germany separately (cf. Brüderl/Klein 2003; 
Diewald/Wehner 1996; Wagner et al. 2001).
2 Theoretical considerations and current state of research
Despite numerous studies on the subject, the pluralisation of living arrangements is 
insuffi ciently explained. There are many reasons for this situation. First, an increas-
ing diversity of living arrangements can take both a distributive and a structural 
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form. In the former case, the population is distributed more equally across existing 
living arrangements, in the latter, new living arrangements become institutional-
ised and therefore the number of different types of living arrangements increases 
(Franzmann/Wagner 1999; Peet 1974). However, a structural increase of diversity is 
diffi cult to measure, since it is diffi cult to determine unambiguously under which 
circumstances and when a new type of living arrangement can be defi ned as estab-
lished. Therefore, most research on the pluralisation of living arrangements focuses 
on distributive diversity, i.e. the distribution of the population over different living 
arrangements.
Second, the diversity of living arrangements is a macro-structural or aggregate 
characteristic resulting from different micro-level processes. With regard to a par-
ticular period of time, it would be necessary to explain separately – and quasi-si-
multaneously – for every living arrangement why a certain share of the population 
chooses or changes it. Such a complex theoretical concept faces multiple demands. 
A change in the living arrangement can happen in two different ways: a person 
decides on a different living arrangement, or a person participating in the living 
arrangement decides on a change. For example, an individual living alone can de-
cide to cohabit. Alternatively, an individual who is cohabiting and whose partner 
decides to terminate the relationship and to move out may change the current living 
arrangement due to this separation. Considering the consequences of widowhood 
or the moving out of the last child from the parental home, it becomes obvious that 
only some changes of living arrangements can be attributed to a person’s choice. 
Even a universal theory of living arrangement choices could not cover all the social 
conditions that are responsible for the diversity of living arrangements in a society.
Third, the changes in the diversity of living arrangements need to be explained. 
This also applies to the question which social conditions lead to the emergence of 
new living arrangements or the decline of traditional living arrangements within a 
society. This does not only involve the “emergence” of new living arrangements but 
also the mechanisms of its social diffusion. More generally, one could say that the 
distribution of living arrangements at a certain point in time are always the result of 
a complex process, which is not only largely unknown, but whose form and para-
meters themselves can change. Thus, it is not necessarily always the same condi-
tions and factors that are responsible for the diffusion of living arrangements or the 
distribution of the population over a number of given living arrangements.
Fourth, it needs to be considered that the diversity of living arrangements is not 
constituted by individuals in a certain phase of life. It is rather determined by living 
arrangements and changes between different living arrangements that happen over 
the whole life course. Thus, the signifi cance of new living arrangements such as 
cohabitation – which mostly occur in the third and fourth decade of life and have di-
minished or removed the dominance of marriage in this age span – as a determinant 
of the pluralisation of living arrangements is put into perspective, since, at the same 
time, marriage may have gained in importance for older age groups.
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2.1 Two typical theoretical approaches
Following, we delineate two typical explanations for the diversity of living arrange-
ments, two theories explaining the spread of unmarried or cohabiting partnerships. 
These belong to the “newer” living arrangements, which have become very wide-
spread. The fi rst approach builds on the theory of social differentiation, the second 
on action theory. To put it simply, the theory of social differentiation is a macro-the-
ory that needs to be micro-sociologically substantiated, whereas action theory is a 
micro-theory that needs macro-sociological complements if it wants to explain the 
spread of living arrangements. For example, it makes assumptions on how situa-
tions crucial for deciding on a living arrangement have altered in the course of social 
change. Both approaches only partly explain the diversity of living arrangements.
The theory of social differentiation (cf. Schimank 2000) assumes that modern 
societies can be divided into subsystems with different functions. The family is seen 
as a social subsystem segregated into numerous single families as well, although 
this approach has been criticised. “Functions” can be understood as the aggregated 
output or benefi ts that families provide for other social systems (Kaufmann 1995: 
35; Nave-Herz 1999). These benefi ts include socialisation and reproduction. Nave-
Herz (1999: 44) mentions the creation and preservation of human capital, which 
means both the reproduction and the psychological and physical regeneration. The 
diversity of living arrangements can be understood as the result of a differentiation 
of the social subsystem family.
This differentiation can be explained by two different causes (Schimank 2000). 
First, agents can cause differentiation via a “differentiation policy”. For example, 
legislative amendments lead to a promotion of other living arrangements than mar-
riage. These include the equalising legal status of unmarried and married couples, 
the improved legal situation of unmarried fathers and the altered rights of custody. 
These positive incentives make unmarried living arrangements more attractive.
A second explanation for the pluralisation is to view it as the result of an evo-
lutionary process (Meyer 1993). Pluralisation is understood as the adaptation of a 
social system – e.g. the subsystem family – to changed environmental conditions. 
This adaptation is facilitated by an increasing complexity of the social system. Mey-
er (1993) defi nes this complexity by stating that the system “privateness” can be 
divided into three subsystems: the children-oriented type specialising in socialising 
children, the relationship-oriented type focusing on the relationship, and the indi-
vidualistic type comprising singles and shared accommodations and thus individu-
als deliberately choosing autonomy and independence. The differentiation of the 
system family thus creates new behavioural expectations, i.e. norms, and individual 
orientations which characterise each subsystem.
The environment of the family also includes other social systems, for example 
the educational system or the employment market, but also cultural trends or po-
litical movements. Especially the changes in the educational system and the job 
market have led to higher qualifi cations, longer educational periods and increas-
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ing labour participation of women.1 This led to a decrease in rates of marriage and 
childbirth, which, under a constant propensity of forming relationships, promoted 
cohabitation and – especially in the student milieu – shared accommodation. These 
processes have also changed the beliefs about gender roles and questioned the 
traditional gender-specifi c division of labour in middle-class families (Amato et al. 
2007; Beck 1983; Crouch 2004; Esping-Andersen 2009).
Similarly, Kaufmann (1995) assumes that the pluralisation of living arrangements 
is caused by a change in norms, by a culturally determined increase in options, 
which was initiated by the criticism of the “middle-class family” and the emancipa-
tion movement of the 1960s. These increased options include the uncoupling of 
sexuality and reproduction, love and marriage, marriage and parenthood, and of 
biological and social parenthood. This cultural liberalisation leads to a deinstitution-
alisation of marriage and an institutionalisation of new living arrangements (Kauf-
mann 1988, 1995; Tyrell 1979, 1988; Amato et al. 2007).
The action-theoretical approach, in explaining the proliferation of unmarried re-
lationships, criticises the differentiation theory for leaving the causes of differen-
tiation unexplained (Hill/Kopp 1999: 15). It calls for a decision theory that consoli-
dates macro-structural changes. Differentiation theorists are further criticised for 
not having a “stop rule” for the process of pluralisation (Hill/Kopp 1999: 17). Action 
theory believes that transitions between living arrangements should be modelled 
as decision-making situations that occur under certain social conditions. The transi-
tion of relationships, in which partners live in separate households, to an unmarried 
but cohabiting relationship is explained by a reduction in transaction costs, which 
is aspired to once the intensity of interaction between the partners has exceeded a 
critical threshold. The establishment of a cohabiting household allows a cost-saving 
division of labour, and the couple gains more time together (Hill/Kopp 1999: 25). 
Again, changes in the educational and the employment sector, especially regard-
ing the situation of women, contribute to the diffusion of unmarried relationships. 
For women, marriage often – especially when it accompanies the family formation 
– implies taking on the role of a housewife, which involves high opportunity costs 
considering good employment chances.
These theoretical considerations and social trends do not allow predicting the 
diffusion of new living arrangements or changes in the diversity of living arrange-
ments. It cannot be foreseen whether there will be more legal provisions equalising 
marriages and unmarried relationships (UMR) in the future; changes of the econo-
mic – especially fi scal – conditions, however, may lead to an increase of cohabitation 
and thus to a further pluralisation of living arrangements. This would also happen if 
the number of men and women with a university degree increases – a fairly realistic 
development (Statistisches Bundesamt 2011: 59). Considering that the percentage 
of female fi rst-year students has remained more or less constant during the last 
decade (Statistisches Bundesamt 2011: 63) and that the rate of female labour force 
1 Economic factors are also relevant: increasing wealth and changes in both employment and 
consumption.
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participation has only slightly increased (Statistisches Bundesamt 2011: 110), these 
developments are unlikely to lead to a signifi cant increase in living arrangements – 
with or without children – outside marriage.
2.2 Current state of research on the diversity of living arrangements
Starting with the structural diversity of living arrangements, literature agrees that 
unmarried relationships are a new type of living arrangement. One indicator for 
the institutionalisation of a living arrangement is its representation in current law. 
In West Germany, for example, unmarried cohabitation was legally recognised by 
abolishing the paragraph on procuration in 1974 and by defi ning cohabitation. More 
recently, the terms living arrangement and same-sex relationships were introduced 
into offi cial statistics in 2005 (Heidenreich/Nöthen 2002; Nöthen 2005). Since other 
living arrangements were not simultaneously deinstitutionalised, the structural di-
versity of living arrangements has at least increased.
Empirical evidence regarding the distributive diversity of living arrangements 
is limited, because most studies only found a marginal increase in this diversity. 
Using data from offi cial statistics (microcensus) and the German Population Policy 
Acceptance Study (PPAS), Dorbritz (2004) concludes that an ending of the “normal 
family” is not to be expected. He states, “The development of the last 30 years does 
not show an emergence of new living arrangements on a large scale, but rather a 
new distribution of the population over different well-known living arrangements, in 
which married couples with children are no longer dominant” (Dorbritz 2004: 341, 
translated by CPoS). Further, East and West Germany still differ, which can be seen 
in a slightly greater diversity of living arrangements in the new federal states of East 
Germany (Dorbritz 2004; Huinink/Wagner 1998; Marbach 2003).
Based on the microcensus, Lengerer (2011: 122-135) fi nds that the number of 
marriages is declining – stronger and faster in East Germany than in West Germany 
– a fact that cannot be compensated by an increase in unmarried relationships. This 
means that the number of people living without a partner has grown, i.e. a decline of 
partnerships living in a common household. However, marriage remains the most 
common living arrangement for people of all ages with the exception of the 16-to-
30-year olds. Lengerer’s fi ndings confi rm earlier results of Höhn and Dorbritz from 
1995, who found a small growth of the non-family sector and a decline in marriages 
but still an overall percentage of married people of 75 percent in 1988. These results 
may not be surprising for the year 1988 and yet – considering recent studies – they 
indicate a continuing dominance of marriage among the various forms of living ar-
rangements. Strohmeier (1993: 16) comes to a similar result; he fi nds a “polarised” 
family sector, since both unmarried relationships and people living alone have be-
come more prevalent while the number of married couples has declined.
The attractiveness of “new” living arrangements differs between population 
groups: the diversity of living arrangements increases with the level of education 
and decreases with age (Lengerer 2011; Strohmeier 1993). Recently, however, old-
er people as well increasingly prefer new living arrangements such as unmarried 
relationships (Diewald/Wehner 1996; Dorbritz 2004: 346; Dorbritz 2010; Engstler/
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Tesch-Römer 2010; Meyer/Schulze 1983; Peuckert 2008; Zapf et al. 1987). Further, 
the diversity of living arrangements is greater in cities, since there is a stronger so-
cial pressure for traditional living arrangements in less urbanised regions (Diewald/
Wehner 1996: 135; Klein 2005: 187). The degree of religiousness also infl uences 
the choice of a living arrangement, because religious people rather hold traditional 
norms and values and thus prefer marriage (Dorbritz 2004; Holzem/Weber 2008; 
Huinink/Konietzka 2003).
Using the third wave of the German family survey, Brüderl and Klein (2003) and 
Brüderl (2004) focus on relationships and analyse living arrangements over the life 
course of 18-to-55-year olds. They fi nd that the diversity of relationships has in-
creased slightly and that it further increases with the size of the respondent’s place 
of residence but not with the level of education. Especially the time spent living sin-
gle and the number of times people change their living arrangement have increased.
Huinink and Wagner (1998) analyse the changing fractions as well as the de-
velopment of different measures of heterogeneity of living arrangements, a study 
that was later replicated by Wagner and Franzmann (2000) and Wagner (2008). Mi-
crocensus data from 1972, 1996, and 2000 indicate that living arrangements have 
diversifi ed slightly: single households increase while the share of married couples 
with children declines. The identifi ed measures of heterogeneity reveal a signifi cant 
increase in diversity in West Germany during the 1980s and, since then, a constant 
level of diversity in both East and West Germany. A more recent study by Engstler 
and Tesch-Römer (2010) confi rms these results for older age groups.
Most research thus indicates a small and by no means dramatic pluralisation of 
living arrangements. Whether this is a continuous trend and whether these changes 
apply to all age groups in East and West Germany is analysed in this paper. First, 
though, the methods, the selection of variables, the approach of empirical analysis 
as well as some statistical measures of heterogeneity, which allow specifying the 
diversity of living arrangements, are introduced.
3 Data and Methods
3.1 Measures of diversity
There are a multitude of statistical measures of diversity (or heterogeneity) or quali-
tative variance (Peet 1974). This study uses the measure of entropy, which signals 
the uncertainty of fi nding a particular person in a certain category (Franzmann/Wag-
ner 1999: 78-80; Wagner/Franzmann 2000: 156-158). This measure is especially ap-
propriate for analysing the diversity of living arrangements, since it gives stronger 
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weight to less widespread living arrangements by calculating the logarithm of their 
fractions for the analysis.2 If this value is zero, all people belong to one category 
and the uncertainty to fi nd a person in another living arrangement is minimal. The 
measure reaches its maximum value when all individuals are spread approximately 
equally across the different categories; this is termed the greatest uncertainty pos-
sible. The equation for the unstandardised entropy H according to Coulter (1989) is
where H denotes entropy, p fraction and K the number of categories.
In order to compare values with a differing number of categories, a standardisa-
tion is suggested: the entropy is divided by the maximum value possible3 and thus 
lies between zero and one, where zero is the smallest possible diversity.
One problem with these measures is that they only take into account the rela-
tive proportions of living arrangements, irrespectively of a particular living arrange-
ment. In other words, if a dominant category is replaced by another category, the di-
versity or heterogeneity measure will not change. Thus, it is necessary to consider 
the particular changes of relative proportions in addition to the measured values of 
entropy.
3.2 Method of data collection
The analysis of types of households in East and West Germany is conducted using 
the 2007 microcensus. The microcensus is the “only on-going statistic on house-
holds, families and living arrangements of the German population” (Lengerer et 
al. 2007: 187, translated by CPoS). While households describe the economic com-
munity of individuals, families are defi ned by the traditional concept of parenthood 
or marriage. Since 2005, living arrangements are defi ned as social units within a 
household that account for the individual constellation of relationships. This in-
cludes unmarried and same-sex relationships, which were previously not recorded 
by the traditional concept of family (Lengerer et al. 2007: 188-190).
The population of the microcensus consists of all people entitled to live in Ger-
many. For this study, only German citizens living in private accommodation are 
taken into consideration. In order to apply the analysis to the household level, vari-
ables were fi ltered for the reference person of the household leading to a number 
2 Another measure of qualitative variance is the “index of diversity” providing the countervalue 
of the Herfi ndahl-Index (Lieberson 1969). It measures the probability that two respondents be-
long to two different categories and emphasises strongly populated living arrangements by 
squaring the fractions for analysis. The paper highlights points at which diversity and entropy 
strongly differ.
3 The maximum value of the unstandardised entropy is log2K. This value increases with the num-
ber of categories.
 ,
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of 215,503 households.4 The Scientifi c Use File (SUF) that is used is a “factually-
anonymised 70 percent-subsample of the households” of the original microcensus 
data 2007 (Statistisches Bundesamt 2010: 5). All data are weighted using the stand-
ard extrapolation factor EF952. Classifi cation is conducted using criteria like marital 
status, parenthood, and number of generations in the household, which produces 
eight different categories. Analyses5 are conducted separately for East and West 
Germany, whereby the results from 2007 are compared to the years 1972 (West 
Germany only), 1996, and 2000, which are taken from Wagner (2008: 109). In order 
to be able to compare our study with data from previous years, we cannot clas-
sify the data using the concept of living arrangements that was introduced into the 
microcensus in 2005. Instead, the study is based on the reference person of the 
household. Therefore, the terms living arrangement and type of household are sub-
sequently used synonymously.
The analysis of the development of living arrangements on the individual level 
is conducted using the cumulated ALLBUS from 1980-2008 complemented by the 
survey from 2010. The ALLBUS is a “long-term, multi-thematic series of surveys 
regarding attitudes, behaviours and social structures of the population in Germany” 
(GESIS 2010, translated by CPoS), which is conducted every two years and rep-
resents a cross section of the German population. Due to the long period of time 
covered by the ALLBUS and its potential of classifying living arrangements in fi ne 
details, these data are especially suitable for this analysis.
The population of the ALLBUS consisted of all West German citizens eligible 
to vote until 1990. Since 1991, it also includes East Germans as well as people of 
foreign nationalities. This paper takes into account the waves in 1980/82 (western 
Germany only), 1991/92, 1998/2000, 2004/06, and 2008/2010, and weights the data 
using the person transformation weight.6
We distinguish between 26 living arrangements by differentiating not only mari-
tal status and parenthood but also gender and gender-specifi c division of employ-
ment. The differentiation of gender and employment is conducted assuming that 
the changing role of women plays an important part in the changing distribution 
of living arrangements. The defi nition of living arrangements is again based on the 
household. Thus, people are classifi ed as parents when their own or adopted chil-
dren live in the same household; people whose children have already moved out 
are defi ned as being childless. Both people working part-time and full-time are de-
4 The corresponding variables of the SUF 2007 are EF31 (private households) and EF37 (reference 
person of the household).
5 Variables of the SUF 2007 used: EF33 (partner living in the household), EF663 (number of peo-
ple in the household), EF669 (unmarried child in the household), EF721 (type of relationship), 
EF722 (Number of generations).
6 The most important variables of the cumulated ALLBUS (1980-2008): v722 (marital status), v568 
(employment), v808 (employment of the married partner), v917 (employment of the partner), 
v1083 (relationship to the second person etc.), v1155 (household classifi cation), for the years 
1998/2000, 2004/06, and 2008/10: v1325 (person transformation weight East West), for the 
years 1991/92 and 1980/82: v1323 (person transformation weight).
•    Michael Wagner, Isabel Valdés Cifuentes108
fi ned as in employment. The corresponding heterogeneity index is calculated using 
the equation above.7
This classifi cation has one weakness: it is possible to classify people in the 
same living arrangement into different categories depending on which person of 
the household is interviewed. For example, a married, unemployed mother living 
with her unemployed husband and her adult child would be classifi ed into the cat-
egory “marriage, children, both unemployed”. However, if her child is interviewed, 
it would be sorted into the category “Adult child, lives with parents, no child”, al-
though both people live in the same household.
The results based on the ALLBUS largely confi rm the results based on the mi-
crocensus. As expected, the living arrangements that are diffi cult to capture in so-
cial scientifi c surveys – such as single person households – are underrepresented 
compared to offi cial statistics, whereas living arrangements that are easily captured 
– such as marriage – are slightly overrepresented. However, apart from these slight 
deviations, the results are in agreement with each other, especially regarding the 
measures of heterogeneity. Thus, the results of the ALLBUS are representative (see 
Table A1 in the appendix).
4 The Pluralisation of Living arrangements: Empirical Results
4.1 Household-level analysis
As described above, the households included in the microcensus are classifi ed by 
the number of generations living in them. The measures of heterogeneity highlight 
a clear difference between East and West Germany (see Table 1). In West Germa-
ny, entropy increased between 1972 and 1996 and has remained fairly constant 
afterwards.8 In East Germany, in contrast, the originally higher entropy has been 
decreasing steadily, even in recent years. Thus, the diversity in East and West Ger-
many is slowly converging.
Regarding the distribution of households over different living arrangements, a 
shift towards one-generation-households is noticeable both in East and West Ger-
many, but especially in East Germany. Whereas the distribution between one- and 
two-generation households was roughly equal in 1972, nowadays approximately 
70 percent of all households accommodate only one generation; only 30 percent 
of all households include children. The largest group of households without chil-
dren are one-person households, which make up 40 percent of all households. This 
change occurred between 1972 and 1996 in West Germany, whereas it was still 
increasing after 2000 in East Germany. The percentage of married couples without 
7 This analysis is a replication of earlier studies by Wagner (2008), whereby the data for the earlier 
years (1980/82, 1991/92, 1998/2000, 2004/06) are re-calculated due to small deviations from 
earlier results.
8 In contrast, the diversity index remains constant due to the changing dominant groups.
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children has remained fairly constant. Thus, single-person households and – on a 
much lower level – unmarried couples (UMR) without children are almost solely re-
sponsible for the increase in one-generation households. Households with children 
have lost their signifi cance, especially married couples with children, whereas the 
percentage of unmarried relationships with children and single parents has slightly 
increased. Especially in East Germany, only 17 percent of households consist of 
this type of family, while the percentage of unmarried parents is comparatively high 
(4 percent).
Since the changes of one- and two-generation households are markedly differ-
ent – which may in sum be the reason for entropy measures remaining fairly con-
stant – it is worth looking at both sectors separately (see Table 2). The diversity of 
West German one-generation households increased between 1972 and 1996 and 
has remained fairly constant since then. In East Germany, their diversity has barely 
changed, apart from a slight decrease between 2000 and 2007. Due to the decline 
of childless marriages, the distribution of living arrangements has shifted between 
1972 and 1996 in West Germany, whereas the percentage of married couples with-
out children has declined and the percentage of one-person households have in-
creased in recent years in East Germany.
However, within the familial sector, diversity has also increased in recent years. 
This pluralisation becomes obvious in East Germany, where entropy rose by 0.2 
Tab. 1: Types of households according to the microcensus in 1972, 1996, 2000, 
and 2007 (households in %, measure of diversity)
 West Germany East Germany 
Type of household 1972 1996 2000 2007 1996 2000 2007 
A: One-generation households 50.1 64.9 66.0 68.9 60.1 64.4 71.5 
– Married couples without children (1) 23.1 24.5 25.0 25.2 25.6 25.8 25.6 
– UMRs1 without children (2) 0.5 3.7 4.0 4.7 3.3 3.8 4.1 
– Single-person households (3) 26.4 36.7 37.0 39.0 31.1 34.8 41.8 
B: Two-generation households 46.5 34.1 33.2 30.6 39.0 34.7 28.1 
– Married couples with children (4) 39.3 27.1 25.9 22.2 28.6 24.2 16.5 
– UMRs with children (5) 0.1 0.9 0.8 1.6 3.3 2.2 3.5 
– Single parents (6) 5.5 5.1 5.6 6.1 6.1 7.3 7.4 
– Households with married children (7) 1.6 1.0 0.9 0.7 1.0 1.0 0.7 
C: Three- and more-generation households (8) 3.4 1.0 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.5 
Total (A +B + C) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Measure of diversity        
– Entropy. unstandardised (max = 3.00) 2.06 2.13 2.13 2.15 2.24 2.23 2.18 
– Entropy. standardised 0.69 0.71 0.71 0.72 0.75 0.74 0.73 
Household types (1) to (8) are used to calculate measures of diversity.
¹ UMR = unmarried couple
Source: Engstler (1998: 49), Engstler/Menning (2003: 216), Wagner (2008: 109), and own 
calculations
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points between 2000 and 2007. This is due to a loss of importance of married fami-
lies, a small increase in unmarried relationships with children and an increase in 
importance of single parents. Comparing the absolute values of the standardised 
entropy, it becomes obvious though that the diversity among households with chil-
dren is lower than among households without children. Two-generation households 
can mainly be found among married couples, whereas especially two different liv-
ing arrangements – single-person households and marriages – can be found among 
households without children.
4.2 Individual-level analysis
The ALLBUS data and, more explicitly, the waves in 1980/82 (West Germany only), 
1991/92, 1998/2000, 2004/06, and 2008/10 are used for individual-level analysis. Ta-
ble 3 illustrates the changes of the percentages of different living arrangements as 
Tab. 2: One-/Two-generation households in 1972, 1996, 2000, and 2007 
(households in %, measure of diversity)
¹ UMR = unmarried couple
Source: see Table 1, own calculations
 West Germany East Germany 
Type of household 1972 1996 2000 2007 1996 2000 2007 
One-generation households 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
– Married couples without children (1) 46.1 37.8 37.9 36.6 42.6 40.1 35.8 
– UMRs1 without children (2) 1.0 5.7 6.1 6.8 5.5 5.9 5.7 
– Single-person households (3) 52.7 56.5 56.1 56.6 51.7 54.0 58.5 
Measure of diversity   
– Entropy. unstandardised (max = 1.58) 1.07 1.23 1.24 1.26 1.25 1.25 1.22 
– Entropy. standardised 0.64 0.78 0.79 0.79 0.79 0.79 0.77 
Two-generation households 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
– Married couples with children (4) 84.5 79.5 78.0 72.5 73.3 69.7 58.7 
– UMR with children (5) 0.2 2.6 2.4 5.2 8.5 6.3 12.5 
– Single parents (6) 11.8 15.0 16.9 19.9 15.6 21.0 26.3 
– Households with married children (7) 3.4 2.9 2.7 2.3 2.6 2.9 2.5 
Measure of diversity   
– Entropy. unstandardised (max = 2.00) 0.75 0.96 0.98 1.14 1.19 1.24 1.45 
– Entropy. standardised 0.38 0.48 0.49 0.57 0.59 0.62 0.73 
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well as the measures of diversity. Entropy is slightly higher in East Germany than in 
West Germany and increases over time in both parts of the country.9
Investigating the distribution of individuals over different living arrangements, 
it is observable that the diffusion of the traditional “normal family” – marriage, chil-
dren, only the man employed – has decreased considerably. The percentage of re-
spondents living in a “normal family” declined from 27 percent in 1980/82 to 12 per-
cent in 2008/10 in West Germany, in East Germany it declined from a low 12 percent 
in 1991/92 to only 4 percent. It is only the third largest category in West Germany, 
in East Germany it ranks eighth. Thus, the traditional model of marriage with a male 
breadwinner is now outdated in West Germany as well.
However, despite marriage continuously losing importance, more than half of 
the (adult) German citizens are still living together as married couples (58 percent in 
West Germany, 54 percent in East Germany). The majority are couples not in work 
that can mostly be classifi ed as pensioners. Simultaneously, a new form of relation-
ship has spread, namely unmarried relationships, which have grown from 1 percent 
in 1980/82 to 7 percent in 2008/10 in West Germany. In East Germany, 11 percent are 
living in an unmarried relationship. However, the largest increase can be observed 
for single-person households, which have grown in both East and West Germany 
since the 1990s. In 2008/10, more than 20 percent of the population lived on their 
own, many of them older, presumably mostly widowed women.
Two further changes have occurred regarding the classifi cation criteria parent-
hood and division of labour: in 1980/82, every second person lived together with 
a child in West Germany. This has declined to about every third person in West 
Germany, and only every fourth person in East Germany (27 percent). In both parts 
of the country, a decreasing number of people is living in arrangements with a tra-
ditional division of labour, i.e. relationships with or without children, where only 
the man is employed (living arrangement no. 1, 5, 9, and 13 in Table 3). In East Ger-
many, they make up only 9 percent, in West Germany 17 percent of the population 
in 2008/10. In 1991/92, they still made up 18 percent (East) and 29 percent (West), 
respectively. However, living arrangements in which both partners are employed 
have increased only slightly in West Germany – similarly to living arrangements 
where the woman is the sole breadwinner – they have even partly decreased in East 
Germany.
The association between parenthood and marriage has weakened, but still ex-
ists in West Germany, since nearly all people who live with children are married. In 
1980/82, 48 percent of the respondents were living with children (living arrange-
ments 5-8, 13-16, and 18-21 in Table 3) and 91 percent of these were married. In 
2008/10, 34 percent of the respondents were living with children and 81 percent 
of these were married. In East Germany, only 27 percent of the respondents were 
9 The measure of diversity barely changes over time, and has been stagnating since 1998/2000. 
This is probably due to the detailed classifi cation used here, which leads to very few groups 
being strongly populated. As explained above, changes in these groups are weighted heavily 
when calculating the measure of diversity.
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living with children and only 68 percent of these were married in 2008/10. The per-
centage of – mostly female – single parents has remained at roughly 4 percent in 
both East and West Germany.
It is noteworthy that not every living arrangement is preferred by the same age 
group. For example, the median age of married living arrangements – especially 
marriage without children – is signifi cantly higher than for unmarried relationships. 
Especially UMRs without children are led by young people whereas most childless 
married couples with a median age of 60 are presumably pensioners whose chil-
dren have moved out of the household. Other living arrangements, especially one-
person households, have a very wide age span: both young people and the elderly 
– presumably mostly widowed women – live in one-person households.
A cohort analysis conducted separately for East and West Germany for the years 
1919-21, 1929-31, 1939-41, 1949-51, 1959-61, 1969-71, and 1979-81 reveals that en-
tropy varies for different ages, although the development is similar for the different 
cohorts (Fig. 1): entropy is lowest at an age of 20; most respondents still live with 
their parents. At 30, entropy rises sharply, then decreases slightly, and increases 
again at ages 50 and 60. At a high age, between 70 and 80, entropy is lower again. 
Often the level of entropy of younger cohorts is higher than that of older cohorts. 
However, as this trend does not apply to all age groups, it cannot be concluded that 
diversity in general increases among subsequent cohorts. 
The bimodal entropy that the analysis of different cohorts shows is of particular 
interest, since the maximum values of diversity are connected to each other. Most 
people start their own household between the ages of 20 and 30. This new house-
hold can be a shared accommodation, a one-person household or a household with 
a partner, but also a household with children. The move from the parental home 
can lead to a change of the parents’ living arrangement to a childless household. It 
is plausible that the diversity of living arrangements is greatest at these two points 
of life.
A distinctive pattern can be observed for the East Germany: The cohort of peo-
ple born around 1960 shows the lowest entropy at an age of 30. It only increases 
at ages 40 and 50. This remarkably low diversity of living arrangements at an age 
that is usually characterised by many changes, new living arrangements and thus 
a greater diversity can be attributed to a period effect. At the time of the German 
reunifi cation this cohort had apparently internalised the traditional GDR model of 
early marriage to such an extent that nearly half of them was leading the living ar-
rangement “marriage, children, both employed” and new living arrangements were 
rather an exception. The low willingness to change the living arrangement can also 
be seen in the decline of divorce rates of East German citizens during the German 
reunifi cation (Statistisches Bundesamt 2011: 31).
Other cohorts do not present this reunifi cation effect, since they were either at 
an age when entropy is low anyway (such as the cohorts of 1970 or 1920) or at an 
age when a change in the living arrangement cannot be described as voluntary, 
such as the moving out of the last child or the death of the partner (cohort of 1930).
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Fig. 1: Diversity of living arrangements in West/East Germany, cohorts 
1919-21 to 1979-81
Source: cumulative ALLBUS 1980-2008, ALLBUS 2010, own calculations. The years used 
are 1980 (only West Germany), 1991, 2000, and 2010. The number of cases from 
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5 Summary and discussion
The aim of this paper was to determine the degree of pluralisation of living arrange-
ments in East and West Germany and to identify possible trends. The pluralisation 
was analysed applying two methods. First, using the microcensus from 1972, 1996, 
2000, and 2007, living arrangements were distinguished on a household-level ac-
cording to marital status and the number of generations living in a household. Sec-
ond, using the ALLBUS data from 1980/82 to 2008/10, a classifi cation of living ar-
rangements on an individual level was employed that additionally accounts for the 
employment status of men and women. It needs to be noted that when shifting from 
the household level to the individual level the percentage of one-person households 
decreases while multi-person households gain in importance. The key results were:
On a household level, the diversity of living arrangements in West Germany 
slightly increased between the 1970s and the 1990s, but has barely changed since 
then. In the course of this development, the dominant living arrangement of married 
couples with children was superseded by another living arrangement – one-person 
households. These make up now nearly 40 percent of all households in West Ger-
many. However, when examining the living arrangements with and without children 
separately, a different picture emerges. Although the diversity of one-generation 
households has hardly increased since the 1990s, the familial sector, i.e. house-
holds with children, has become more diverse between 2000 and 2007. This de-
velopment is also due to the fact that the number of marriages with children has 
decreased. Simultaneously, the proportion of unmarried relationships and single 
parents has increased.
The diversity of living arrangements in East Germany has even slightly decreased 
since the middle of the 1990s. However, different developments can be observed 
here for living arrangements with and without children as well. Whereas the propor-
tion of married couples without children among one-generation households has de-
clined and the proportion of one-person households has increased, which results in 
a nearly unchanged level of diversity, two-generation households – similar to West 
Germany – have become more diverse. This is caused by fewer married couples 
with children and an increase of single parents and unmarried relationships with 
children. Married couples with children made up only 17 percent of all households 
in East Germany in 2007, while at the same time they made up 22 percent in West 
Germany.
The analysis on an individual level – 26 different living arrangements are dis-
tinguished – shows a slow but continuous trend of diversifi cation in both East and 
West Germany. Noteworthy is the decline of partnerships and marriages (with and 
without children), in which the man is the sole breadwinner. Especially the propor-
tion of childless marriages, in which both man and woman are not employed, has 
increased; that is mostly marriages of pensioners. The proportions of unmarried re-
lationships and marriages in which both partners are employed have increased, and 
so have living arrangements in which only the woman is employed. Fewer people 
live with their children, which is mainly due to a decline of marriages with children 
in which the man is the sole breadwinner. This decline is not compensated by an 
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increase in other living arrangements with children. As the classifi cation of living ar-
rangements on an individual level is very detailed, the percentage of people living in 
a particular arrangement is often small. There are only three arrangements in which 
more than 10 percent of the respondents live: childless marriages, in which both 
partners are not employed, marriages with children and a male breadwinner (only 
in West Germany), and marriages with children with both partners being employed. 
One-person households of unemployed women are just below the 10 percent-level 
as well as childless marriages with both partners being employed (only in East Ger-
many). All other living arrangements are still relatively uncommon, even though 
their proportions have increased considerably during the last decades.
Cohort analyses further show that the heterogeneity of living arrangements is 
very similar for certain age groups and cohorts in both parts of the country. Notable 
is a bipolar distribution with an especially high entropy for 30- and 60-year-olds. 
This comparatively high heterogeneity is caused by changes in the living arrange-
ment that occur frequently in these age groups: the shift to cohabitation, to a one-
person household, or to marriage for the younger age group, and the moving out of 
children and thus a shift to an “empty nest” for the older age group. Neither in East 
nor in West Germany is the level of entropy of subsequent cohorts continuously 
rising across all age groups. Thus, a trend for a rising diversity in future cannot 
defi nitely be expected. East Germany has a distinctive feature: only the cohort of 
the1960s displays a reunifi cation effect. At an age, which usually displays the high-
est entropy, the diversifi cation of living arrangements was very low for this cohort. 
Most of the people in this group were already married and had children, new living 
arrangements barely existed.
The results demonstrate that a decreasing number of people is living in arrange-
ments in which children are socialised. In contrast, relationships without children 
and one-person households have increased. This does not imply that individuals 
always “freely” choose a living arrangement. Family formation may not occur be-
cause an adequate partner is missing. Individuals are sometimes also not able to 
freely choose their living arrangement – as some interpretations of the theory of 
individualisation and post-materialism suggest – because a change in the living ar-
rangement often occurs due to other members leaving the household (moving out 
of the parental home, separation, death) or changing (or having to change) their 
employment status.
The results on the pluralisation of living arrangements are very diverse, since 
they depend on the selected classifi cation of living arrangements. They can fur-
ther differ depending on whether the household level or the individual level is ana-
lysed. The defi nition of living arrangements in this paper is based on the household, 
whereby relationships outside of the household (such as “living apart together”, 
which makes up approximately 6 percent of all living arrangements [see Schneider/
Ruckdeschel 2003: 249], or children not living with one of their parents) are neglect-
ed. This is likely to result in an underestimation of the level of diversity. Neverthe-
less, the defi nition of living arrangements on the household level is justifi ed, since 
the household as an economic unit constitutes a clear framework with a certain 
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dependence of each household member on one another, allowing for an unambigu-
ous classifi cation of a living arrangement.
Another potential problem when interpreting the pluralisation of living arrange-
ments is the fact that the statistical measures of diversity do not indicate the rela-
tive proportion of a particular living arrangement. Thus, the diversity index may 
remain constant, although the relative diffusion of particular living arrangements 
has shifted. On the one hand, further conceptual and methodological research is 
necessary. On the other hand, the results of this paper add to the pluralisation de-
bate and render it more precisely. Earlier research results of Wagner et al. (2001) 
indicating that the diversity of living arrangements tends to increase over time are 
largely confi rmed. However, a distinction between one- and two-generation house-
holds is necessary in order to be able to identify how changes within the familial 
sector affect the macro level.
Despite some inconsistent empirical fi ndings regarding the pluralisation of living 
arrangements, it can be stated that unconventional living arrangements have been 
continuously spreading until today and that both theories of social differentiation 
and of the deinstitutionalisation of marriage are justifi ed. Although marriage with a 
male breadwinner has lost its importance, there is no signifi cant increase in living 
arrangements, in which either both partners are employed or the woman is the sole 
breadwinner. Therefore, changes of female educational and employment oppor-
tunities have infl uenced the inclination to marry and the formation of families, but 
have not led to more people living in a partnership or marriage with an “unconven-
tional” distribution of labour.
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Appendix
Tab. A1: Individual-level diversity of living arrangements (West Germany) – 
Comparison of ALLBUS and the micro census
1 UMR = unmarried couple
Source: own calculations based on the ALLBUS 1980-2008 and the micro census 2007
Living arrangements ALLBUS 2008 Microcensus 2007 
Marriage without children 34.4 33.1 
UMR1 without children 5.1 5.5 
One-person household 22.2 27.0 
Marriage with children 31.1 28.5 
UMR with children 2.0 1.9 
Single parent 5.2 4.0 
Total 100 100 
Entropy  (max. 2.59) 2.09 2.08 
Entropy. standardised 0.81 0.80 
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